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Hours of Paid Work among Single and Partnered Mothers in Australia: How 
Childcare Package Matters 
 
Debates about childcare policy have traditionally focused on regulated formal childcare 
(Brennan & Mahon, 2011; Brennan, Cass, Himmelweit, & Szebehely, 2012). State 
investment in this type of childcare, in the form of payment to parents or providers, has 
been historically promoted on the grounds that low-cost formal childcare enables 
mothers to work thereby supporting gender equity. More recently, subsidized formal 
childcare has been justified as a social investment whereby well-regulated high quality 
care supports good child development  (Bryson, Purdon, Brewer, Sibieta, & Butt, 2012; 
Hansen, Joshi, & Verropoulou, 2006). In some countries this new social investment 
discourse appears to have largely crowded out the gender equity rationale for state 
subsidies of childcare  (Mahon, Anttonen, Bergqvist, Brennan, & Hobson, 2012a). 
Academic research has largely followed suit by focusing on the relationship between 
childcare and child development and assessing the relative impact of formal versus 
informal care  (Hansen & Hawkes, 2009). Few researchers have sought to compare the 
impact of different forms of childcare on maternal employment, and those who have 
done so have largely focused on regulated formal childcare.  
Despite the overwhelming academic and policy emphasis on formal care, many parents 
continue to rely on informal care from grandparents, other family members, and 
friends, and some states have introduced small subsidy programs supporting informal, 
unregulated care at home. There is some pressure in Australia, New Zealand and the UK 
to expand this support  (Peatling, 2012; Skinner & Finch, 2006), and in The Netherlands 
the government has gone as far as providing income-related childcare credits to 
relatives who engage in informal care  (Rutter & Evans, 2011). Some are hostile to 
moves in this direction, citing concerns about the quality and safety of the care and the 
conditions under which in-home carers work. In the process, they largely ignore key 
factors that lead families, and mothers in particular, to seek informal, home-based care.  
We add to the current literature and debate by taking up the neglected issue of 
childcare and maternal employment and re-conceptualizing the childcare choices that 
families face. A major shortcoming of existing studies and debates is that they 
dichotomize childcare options into formal and informal, ignoring that a significant 
proportion of families simultaneously access formal and informal childcare, that is, use 
mixed childcare  (Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, & Bittman, 2007; Bittman, Craig, & 
Folbre, 2004; Hansen, Joshi, & Verropoulou, 2006). In this paper we focus on these three 
possible ways in which families can package childcare and label them formal-only, 
informal-only, and mixed childcare packages. This distinction is meaningful as existing 
evidence indicates that hours of maternal employment vary across groups of mothers 
using each package. For instance, descriptive analyses show that Australian single 
mothers who use mixed childcare packages have higher labour force participation rates 
and work more hours than those who use other childcare packages (Baxter, Gray, 
Alexander, Strazdins, & Bittman, 2007; Mance, 2005). However, no studies have 
scrutinized these relationships in a multivariate framework or devised theoretical 
explanations for why they emerge. In this paper, we elaborate three theories of the 
relationships between formal-only, informal-only and mixed childcare packages and 
maternal labour supply and test them using data from the Household Income and 
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey1 and panel regression models.  
While any final assessment of the merits of different childcare types should consider 
both mothers’ outcomes (e.g. work hours) and children’s outcomes (e.g. socio-cognitive 
development), the focus of this paper is on maternal labour supply. In this regard, 
associations between families’ childcare packages and maternal labour supply have 
important implications for ongoing policy debates. Evidence that use of informal or 
mixed childcare packages increases mothers’ work hours would support arguments for 
subsidising alternative forms of childcare, not just formal childcare. In support of this, 
our results indicate that employed mothers using mixed childcare packages work more 
hours per week than employed mothers using any other childcare package ceteris 
paribus. Before outlining the theoretical concerns that motivate our analysis and 
describing our findings, we first present a brief overview of the Australian childcare 
policy context.  
 
Childcare policy in Australia 
                                                 
1 The data on which this paper is based can be accessed by applying for a license to use the Household, 
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey For full details see: 
http://www.melbourneinstitute.com/hilda/data/ 
To understand the childcare choices that Australian families make it is important to be 
aware of the country’s current policies around early childhood care and education. 
Australia is usually categorized as a liberal welfare state and its early childhood 
education and care policies are largely consistent with a liberal regime’s emphasis on 
leaving care of the young and the elderly to family, charities, and the market. Care for 
children under five years is primarily provided by for-profit organizations, and to a 
lesser degree by not-for-profit organizations and family daycare (child-minders). 
However, in recent years Australia has committed to a new quality framework for 
childcare, and to making sure that every child has access to fifteen hours of pre-school 
education from a university qualified teacher one year before starting compulsory 
schooling. In Australia, the minimum age at which children can commence compulsory 
full-time schooling varies from state to state, ranging from 4 years and 7 months to 5 
years. In recent decades the state’s role has shifted from subsidizing the supply of 
childcare to providing childcare payments directly to parents. In the 1990s the 
Australian Government replaced a twenty-year policy of providing capital and operating 
grants to not-for-profit centre-based childcare provided by qualified staff, with a family 
income-tested Childcare Benefit. This subsidy on average covers 69% of the cost of 
childcare, but is still insufficient given the relatively expensive cost of toddler and infant 
care in Australia  (Mahon, Anttonen, Bergqvist, Brennan, & Hobson, 2012b).  
 
Childcare Use and Maternal Employment 
Three sets of theoretical concerns provide background to our analyses. These cover (i) 
the diversity of non-parental childcare practices among families with young children; 
(ii) the association between childcare arrangements and maternal labour supply; and 
(iii) theories which may explain the association between childcare package used and 
maternal labour supply.  
 
Use of Childcare Packages by Family Type 
The majority of families with young children use some form of non-parental care  
(Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, & Bittman, 2007). This literature increasingly 
differentiates childcare by type - formal and informal - and package - informal modes 
only, formal modes only, and a mixture of informal and formal modes  (Baxter, Gray, 
Alexander, Strazdins, & Bittman, 2007; Bittman, Craig, & Folbre, 2004; Hansen, Joshi, & 
Verropoulou, 2006). Use of informal-only childcare packages is widespread. In Australia 
25% of working families with children aged 0-6 exclusively use informal-only childcare 
(Mance, 2005). The same applies to 69% of working mothers with infants of 9 months 
of age and 24% of all families with children aged 0-2 in the UK  (Hansen, Joshi, & 
Verropoulou, 2006: 88 & 92). Mixed childcare packages are also very common. In 
Britain, it is estimated that between 37%  (Hansen, Joshi, & Verropoulou, 2006) and 
50%  (Rutter & Evans, 2011; Wheelock & Jones, 2002) of working families used mixed 
childcare, while in Australia 17% of working families with children aged 0-6 do so 
(Mance, 2005). In Australia, childcare arrangements vary by family type. For instance, 
single-parent households with young children (age 0-5) are twice as likely as couple 
households to use mixed care (13% vs. 29%) but equally likely to use formal or 
informal-only childcare packages (Craig, 2004), and employed single parents of infants 
are almost three times as likely as dual earner parents to use a mixed childcare package 
(21% vs. 8%)  (Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, & Bittman, 2007). Together these 
findings suggest that families use a diverse range of childcare packages and thus it is 
necessary to understand if and how different packages influence maternal labour force 
participation. 
 
Childcare Packages and Maternal Labour Supply  
Little research focuses explicitly on the relationships between families’ childcare 
packages and maternal labour supply, though some Australian studies have indirectly 
shown evidence of an association. For instance, results in Baxter et al. (2007) suggest 
that single mothers using mixed childcare have substantially higher employment rates 
than single mothers using other childcare packages, while findings in Mance (2005) 
suggest that they work twice as many hours. However, the evidence available from 
these studies is limited for three reasons: (i) it was uncovered in the process of 
answering different research questions and was not scrutinized further; (ii) no 
theorisation was made of the observed associations; and (iii) the analyses relied on 
simple descriptive analyses. Almost all existing studies have focused on the relationship 
between maternal employment and a single type of childcare. Studies of formal 
childcare find that low formal childcare costs and high availability of childcare enhance 
mothers’ work prospects, particularly single mothers’  (Doiron & Kalb, 2005; Schofield 
& Polette, 1998) Recently, a number of studies have focused specifically on the 
relationship between grandparent care and maternal labour force participation, which 
is found to be positively associated with maternal employment in some countries but 
not others  (Gray, 2005; Maurer-Fazio, Connelly, Chen, & Tang, 2011; Posadas & Vidal-
Fernández, 2012; Zamarro, 2011) Few studies have looked at informal childcare, though 
Buddelmeyer (2007) finds that this enables mothers to increase their hours of work, 
particularly mothers in income support. No study has systematically compared the 
relationship between different childcare packages and maternal labour force 
participation. 
 
Theorizing the Association between Childcare Packages and Maternal Employment 
Given that the literature has not explored why different childcare packages are 
associated with distinctive employment patterns among mothers, it is not surprising 
that it has also failed to elaborate convincing theoretical explanations for these 
associations. The predominant economic literature frames the relationships between 
childcare and maternal labour supply in terms of economic costs, which has perhaps 
hindered the emergence of a wider range of theoretical understandings. However, the 
broader sociological literature on childcare provides useful insights. Here, we 
synthesise such knowledge to elaborate three different explanations for the associations 
between childcare package and mothers’ work hours. 
Our first theory for the associations between childcare package used and maternal 
labour supply is that there is a correlation between the childcare packages families use 
and mothers’ characteristics, and it is these characteristics – rather than the childcare 
package itself – that increase labour supply. It is well established that women’s 
educational attainment, marital status, country of birth, and number and ages of their 
children affect their labour force participation. There is also some evidence that these 
characteristics are distributed unevenly across mothers using different childcare 
packages. In Australia, mothers who use mixed childcare are more likely to be single, 
highly educated, have English as their first language and middle-income than mothers 
who use other childcare packages (Mance, 2005). There is also evidence that families 
who use an informal-only childcare package are more likely be low-income and poorly 
educated than families using formal-only childcare  (Bryson, Purdon, Brewer, Sibieta, & 
Butt, 2012; Rutter & Evans, 2011). Therefore, differences in socio-demographic traits 
across mothers using different childcare packages may drive any associations with 
usual hours of work.  
Our second theory for the associations between childcare package used and maternal 
labour supply is that some childcare packages may provide coverage for more hours or 
involve a greater number of delivery modes, which in turn increases the time available 
to mothers to participate in the labour market. In particular, families who use mixed 
childcare might have access to a greater number of hours of non-parental care or to 
many modes of informal childcare including relatives, friends, and neighbours. Existing 
research shows that families in Australia who use mixed childcare access more hours of 
non-parental care than families using other childcare packages. The difference in hours 
is substantial, with couple families who use mixed childcare accessing an average of 20 
hours more childcare than couple families using formal-only childcare  (Bittman, Craig, 
& Folbre, 2004). Single mothers using mixed childcare packages also access more hours 
of non-parental care than single mothers using formal-only childcare, but the difference 
is substantially smaller - approximately 5 hours  (Bittman, Craig, & Folbre, 2004). The 
literature suggests two reasons for these associations: childcare costs and cultural 
values around childcare. Even where the government subsidises formal childcare, as it 
does in Australia, this is usually relatively expensive. In contrast, family and friends 
provide the vast majority of informal childcare in Australia (around 90%) at little or no 
cash cost to the parents  (Cobb-Clark, Liu, & Mitchell, 1999), although they may be 
expected to reciprocate by providing other care or favours  (Skinner & Finch, 2006). 
Therefore, informal care could be used as a cheap way to ‘top up’ any formal childcare 
received and maximise the time mothers can allocate to paid work. Cultural beliefs 
about good parenting are another explanation. In Australia  (Hand & Hughes, 2005) and 
Britain  (Skinner & Finch, 2006) many mothers of young children prefer not to use 
extended hours of formal childcare on the grounds that it does not take place in a 
‘family environment” and thus is not as protective and nurturing. In contrast, informal 
care is often provided by relatives who live close by  (Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, 
& Bittman, 2007) and who have a greater attachment to the child and stronger 
incentives to invest in her development  (Hansen & Hawkes, 2009 p. 215). By 
supplementing the ‘tolerated’ number of hours of formal childcare with hours of 
informal childcare, mixed childcare packages allow families to access a high number of 
hours of non-parental childcare while managing their anxiety. Existing empirical 
evidence supports this. For instance, single mothers with young children in Australia 
are more comfortable using a high number of hours of non-parental care in the context 
of a mixed childcare package (Brady, 2010). 
A third theory for the associations between childcare package used and maternal labour 
supply is that variations in the usual hours of work of mothers using different childcare 
packages emerge from the structural properties of childcare packages. In particular, we 
argue, mixed childcare packages have one important feature: enhanced flexibility. 
Wheelock and Jones (2002) argue that families use ‘complex jigsaws’ of childcare, 
where informal childcare acts as a strategic complement to formal childcare. Skinner 
and Finch (2006) conceptualize the role of the informal care component of a mixed 
childcare package as the ‘glue’ that “binds formal arrangements together and aids 
employment” (p. 821). The manifestations this ‘gluing’ role can be diverse and range 
from being used to transport children from a kindergarten (or school) to a formal care 
centre to being used as emergency ‘back up’ care when usual arrangements break down  
(Rutter & Evans, 2011; Skinner & Finch, 2006). The flexibility of mixed childcare 
packages is particularly important for single mothers, as they do not have a partner who 
can assist with these frequently brief but critical care tasks. Thus, a mixed childcare 
package allows mothers to circumvent the weaknesses of both informal and formal 
childcare, while exploiting their advantages. Mothers access the flexibility of informal 
care but avoid its unreliability and lower care hours. At the same time they enjoy the 
extended coverage of formal care but avoid its inflexibility. Mixed childcare may thus be 
more than the sum of its parts and effectively contain ‘the best of both worlds’. In the 
following section, we derive testable hypotheses based on these postulations. 
 
Research Hypotheses 
Our focus is employed mothers of young children and our goal is to analyse the 
relationship between their partnership status and the package of childcare they use 
with their usual weekly hours of work. More specifically we aim to test (a) whether 
there are differences in hours of work between single and partnered mothers using 
different childcare packages, and (b) which of the three theories outlined before best 
explains any association. Based on our discussion, we propose the following research 
hypotheses: 
Hypothesis 1: Single mothers who use mixed childcare will devote a higher number of 
hours to paid work than single mothers using other childcare packages. 
Since the literature suggests that there are no differences in the number of hours 
worked between partnered mothers using different childcare packages we do not 
elaborate an analogous hypothesis for them. If Hypothesis 1 is supported, the reasons 
for an association between childcare package used and mothers’ labour supply should 
be further scrutinized. Three theories will then be tested. In turn, these suggest that 
such an association is due to… 
Hypothesis 2a: … differences in the socio-demographic characteristics of mothers using 
different childcare packages (e.g. age, education, number and age of children, ethnicity, 
etc.). 
Hypothesis 2b: … differences in childcare intensity across different childcare packages 
(e.g. number of childcare hours and childcare modes used). 
Hypothesis 2c: …other unobserved characteristics of childcare packages that remain 
after controlling for the factors above (e.g. flexibility of mixed childcare packages).  
 
Data 
To test our research hypotheses we use data from the Household Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. This is a multipurpose nationally-representative 
panel survey which covers the period 2001-2010 and contains information from annual 
interviews with around 15,000 adults living in 8,000 households in Australia 
(Summerfield et al., 2011). We use information from the first 10 waves, which allows us 
to carry out robust multivariate analyses of a sufficiently large subsample of single 
mothers. Additionally, the HILDA Survey collects rich information on the outcome 
variable of interest (usual hours of work), the key explanatory variables (partnership 
status and childcare arrangements), and important contextual information (e.g. 
education, ethnic background, and number and age of children). 
The outcome variable of interest is the usual number of hours spent in paid work per 
week. Specifically, the measure used is the number of total hours usually worked in the 
main job each week, where total hours include paid and unpaid work as well as work 
undertaken outside the workplace. We operationalize employed single mothers with 
young children as respondents who are female, are not in a relationship (neither 
married nor cohabiting), responded to the questions on employment related childcare 
for children not yet at school, have a youngest dependent child aged 0-5, and work for 
pay at least one hour per week. Conversely, partnered mothers with young children are 
respondents who are female, are in a relationship (either married or cohabiting), 
responded to the questions on employment related childcare for children not yet at 
school, have a youngest dependent child aged 0-5, and work for pay at least one hour 
per week. Our final sample consists of 3,339 observations from 1,218 partnered 
mothers and 536 observations from 275 single mothers. Only partnered mothers whose 
partners are employed are considered here, for three reasons. First, the HILDA Survey 
only collects information on childcare arrangements when all resident parents are 
employed, on the (realistic) assumption that non-employed resident parents will 
undertake the bulk of childcare. Second, fully employed households have a greater need 
for non-parental care and are thus of particular interest. Third, childcare dynamics will 
be substantially different in couple families with two employed parents and families 
with only one employed parent. This means that the role of childcare arrangements in 
promoting transitions into or out of paid employment is not considered here and our 
focus is on a selected sample of mothers who are in paid employment. Hence, our 
findings will relate exclusively to the latter. 
Several variables are created to summarise childcare arrangements respondent use 
while both their partners and themselves are at work. First, information in the dataset 
is used to create a set of 10 childcare modes that respondents can report using. These 
include (i) kindergarten, (ii) childcare centre, (iii) family day care centre, (iv) workplace 
care centre, (v) nanny, (vi) the child’s other non-resident parent or an ex-partner, (vii) 
relatives (including grandparents), (viii) friend or neighbour, (ix) the child’s brother or 
sister, and (x) the respondent or his/her current partner. For each mode of non-parental 
care, the number of weekly hours used was also calculated. Modes were then 
categorized into two types: informal and formal, where informal childcare is defined as 
care provided by family, friends or neighbours, and formal childcare is care provided by 
a professional childcare worker or educator. In this way, care provided by non-resident 
parents, ex-partners, relatives, friends, neighbours, and the child’s brother(s) or 
sister(s) is considered informal care; whereas care provided by kindergartens, care 
centres, family day care centres, workplace care centres, and nannies is considered 
formal care (see Table A1 in the Appendix). This categorization is used to create our key 
explanatory variable: childcare package. This captures whether the family uses (i) only 
formal modes of childcare (formal-only), (ii) only informal modes (informal-only), (iii) a 
contemporaneous mixture of formal and informal modes (mixed) in a usual week, (iv) 
exclusively self-provided care. Two additional indicators of childcare arrangements are 
used: the total number of childcare modes and the total number of weekly childcare 
hours. 
Methodological Framework 
To exploit the longitudinal structure of the HILDA Survey (i.e. person-year observations 
nested within individuals), we estimate panel random-effects regression models. These 
constitute an improvement over standard cross-sectional regression models, as they 
include individual-specific intercepts to account for unobserved heterogeneity – that is, 
person-specific unmeasured factors that increase or lower individuals’ work hours. We 
model usual weekly hours of work as a function of partnership status, childcare 
arrangements, and other contextual factors. Our main (full) model can be represented 
as: 
 
Hit = a + Pitb1 + Citb2 + Xitb3 + Iitb4 + vi + eit 
 
where subscripts i and t denote individual and time respectively, H represents usual 
weekly work hours; P is a dummy variable indicating partnership status; C is a vector of 
dummy variables capturing childcare packages; X is a vector of socio-demographic 
control variables including age, education, ethnicity, number of children age 0-4 and 5-
14, age of the youngest child, and state of residence; I is a vector of variables capturing 
childcare intensity including the number of modes and hours of childcare used; v is the 
person-specific intercept (i.e. the random effect); e is the usual stochastic error term; 
and b1-b4 are coefficients or vectors of coefficients to be estimated. The latter capture 
the associations between the explanatory variables and weekly work hours controlling 
for observed and unobserved factors, but because standard regression techniques 
cannot control for reverse causation they cannot be readily taken as evidence of causal 
impacts. This caveat should be borne in mind when interpreting the model results. 
To explore which factors contribute to any association between childcare package used 
and usual hours of work, we estimate nested models of progressive complexity that add 
subsets of explanatory variables. First, we fit base models that include only an indicator 
of partnership status and dummies for different childcare packages as explanatory 
variables. These provide estimates of the relationship between childcare package used 
and usual hours of work without any controls. Second, we add socio-demographic 
control variables. If their inclusion moves the original coefficients on the childcare 
package variables towards zero, we would conclude that the association between 
childcare package used and mothers’ usual hours of work is (at least partially) due to 
differences in the ‘sort’ of mothers who use different childcare packages. Third, we add 
a second set of control variables capturing childcare intensity. Once again, if their 
inclusion moves the coefficients on the childcare package variables towards zero, we 
conclude that the association between childcare package used and mothers’ usual hours 
of work is (at least partially) due to differences in childcare intensity across childcare 
packages. Finally, we interpret any remaining statistically significant coefficients on the 
childcare package variables in the full model as indication of unobserved, advantageous 
properties of childcare packages which promote maternal labour supply (e.g. flexibility). 
All models are estimated first for the whole sample of mothers and then separately for 
single and partnered mothers to examine whether the relationships of interest vary by 
mother’s partnership status. 
 
Childcare Arrangements and Socio-Demographic Characteristics by Family Type 
As previous research has shown, descriptive evidence presented in Table 1 indicates 
that single and partnered mothers of young children have different socio-demographic 
characteristics and make different childcare arrangements. In reviewing these patterns 
it is important to keep in mind that our sample includes only couple families where 
mothers and their partners are both employed. Both single and partnered mothers use 
around 26 hours of non-parental care, but partnered mothers report using more modes 
(1.6 vs. 1.3 modes) and spending more money ($92 per week vs. $49). The latter is the 
net result of the family-based means testing for the existing Child Care Benefit subsidy 
and the ability to pay high prices for childcare  (Doiron & Kalb, 2005). For both single 
and partnered mothers the most commonly used childcare modes for their preschool-
age children are relatives (about 40% of all respondents), care centres (about 30%), 
and family day care centres (over 20%), while ex-partners (1%) and a child’s sibling 
(1%) were not commonly listed. There are also statistically significant discrepancies in 
the prevalence of childcare mode usage by partnership status. Not surprisingly 
partnered mothers are more likely to exclusively use care by a resident parent or step-
parent (respondent or partner) than single mothers (25% vs. 6%). Partnered mothers 
also use nannies (7% vs. 3%) and relatives (42% vs. 35%) significantly more often than 
single mothers.2 
Concerning the use of childcare packages, mixed childcare and formal-only are the most 
prevalent among all mothers. Thirty seven percent of single mothers use mixed 
childcare and 36% of partnered mothers, while formal-only childcare is used by 33% 
and 36% respectively. Single mothers are significantly more likely to use informal 
modes only (28% vs. 22%), whereas partnered mothers are more inclined to use self-
provided care exclusively (6% vs. 2%). The high prevalence of mixed childcare 
strategies among families highlights the importance of moving beyond the 
formal/informal dichotomy and taking this childcare package into account when 
examining the relationship between childcare and maternal employment. 
 
Childcare Packages and Weekly Hours of Work 
Having demonstrated that childcare arrangements differ by partnership status and that 
the use of mixed childcare packages is widespread, we now analyse the relationships 
between childcare package used and mother’s weekly hours of paid work. Panel 
random-effects regression models allow us to assess these relationships in a 
multivariate framework and to allow for person-specific unobserved heterogeneity. Our 
outcome variable is usual hours of paid work and the key explanatory variables are 
partnership status and childcare package – with informal-only as the reference or 
                                                 
2 Additionally and as documented elsewhere (Baxter & Renda, 2011), single mothers in our sample are 
younger, less educated, more likely to come from an indigenous background, and have fewer and younger 
children compared to partnered mothers (results not shown but available upon request). 
omitted category.3 Model 1 in Table 2 presents the estimated coefficients from our 
initial models, which include only these explanatory variables and no other statistical 
controls. Coefficients give the raw change in the dependent variable for a 1-unit 
increase in the explanatory variables, controlling for all other variables in the model and 
for person-specific unobserved heterogeneity. The R2 statistic in these models is 
approximately 0.03, which suggests that childcare package and partnership status 
explain around 3% of the sample variance in weekly hours of work.  
As predicted, this model shows that use of mixed childcare is associated with higher 
average hours of paid work. Mothers using a formal-only childcare package work an 
average of 2.9 hours more each week than those using an informal-only package, 
whereas mothers using a mixed childcare package worked an average of 3.8 hours more 
than those using an informal-only package. The difference between the informal-only 
and mixed packages is statistically significant and greater among single mothers than 
partnered mothers (5.5 vs. 3.4 hours), and so is the gap between the formal-only and 
mixed packages (5.5-3.5=2 hours vs. 3.4-2.7=0.7 hours).  
Results are thus consistent with hypothesis 1: there are differences in the number of 
hours worked between single mothers using different childcare packages. Additionally, 
while the Australian literature suggests that partnered mothers’ work hours should not 
vary by package of childcare used, our results indicate that using a mixed childcare 
package is associated with them working a higher number of hours. Subsequent 
analyses are devoted to shedding light on the mechanisms that lie behind these 
relationships and testing the remaining hypotheses. 
 
Unpacking the Relationships between Childcare Packages and Hours of Work 
We begin by testing whether differences in hours worked by mothers of young children 
using different childcare packages are due to differences in the sorts of people who use 
each package. To achieve this we add controls for relevant socio-demographic 
characteristics to the base models. We include traits known to affect Australian 
                                                 
3 A variable denoting whether families used a ‘self-provided only’ childcare package was included in all 
regression models. Very few families in our sample used this option (2%). The associated model 
coefficients for this variable are not of analytic interest, were not statistically significant, and are not 
shown. 
mothers’ labour supply including age, ethnicity, education, and children’s age  (Baxter & 
Renda, 2011)  
Results are presented in Model 2 in Table 2. The estimated coefficients of using different 
childcare packages on usual hours of work are smaller in these models, suggesting that 
differences in socio-demographic characteristics between mothers using different 
childcare packages explain some of the variations in their work hours. Among single 
mothers, the coefficients on formal and mixed childcare package are 2.6 and 4.6, 
whereas in the base model they were 3.5 and 5.5. Among partnered mothers, the 
coefficients on formal and mixed childcare package are 2 and 3, whereas in the base 
model they were 2.7 and 3.4. Despite this, differences in work hours between (i) 
mothers in the formal and mixed childcare categories and mothers in the informal 
category and (ii) mothers in the formal category and mothers in the mixed category 
remain large and statistically significant. 
The addition of socio-demographic variables modestly increases the models’ fit, as 
denoted by R2 statistics that now range from 0.06 to 0.08. The estimated coefficients on 
mothers’ weekly hours of work of socio-demographic variables (not shown, but 
available upon request) are for the most part consistent across specifications and with 
previous literature. 
Overall, these results offer partial support for hypothesis 2a by indicating that around 
one fifth of the observed association between childcare package used and hours worked 
by mothers of young children is due to group differences in the characteristics of 
mothers using each package. However, large and statistically significant coefficients 
remain and further exploration of the mechanisms producing these is required. 
Specifically, it remains to be tested whether the association between childcare package 
used and employment hours remains when we control for the ‘intensity’ of childcare 
provided by different packages. To do so, we add two variables that together capture 
the underlying ‘intensity’ of childcare: the total weekly hours of non-parental childcare 
received and the number of childcare modes used, to the previous models.  
Results are presented in Model 3 in Table 2. The addition of the total hours of non-
parental care and the number of modes of childcare used substantially improves the 
predictive power of the models, which now explain around a quarter of the variance in 
usual hours of work (R2 ranges from 0.21 to 0.27). As expected, the coefficients on total 
hours of non-parental care are positive and statistically significant across models 
indicating that each additional hour of childcare is associated with an increase of 
around 0.25 in mothers’ weekly hours of work. However, one must bear in mind that 
this variable is clearly endogenous. In contrast, the coefficient on the total number of 
childcare modes used in the model for single mothers is negative, suggesting that other 
things being equal, using a higher number of childcare modes is associated with 
working fewer hours for them. This may be due to the difficulty in arranging and 
coordinating multiple childcare modes. Alternatively, a large number of modes may be 
indicative of single mothers’ dependence on an unreliable patchwork of care. 
Most importantly, the significant associations between usual hours of work and 
childcare package used among partnered mothers disappear with the inclusion of the 
childcare intensity variables. This suggests that previously observed differences in the 
weekly hours of work of partnered mothers who use different childcare packages are 
mostly due to such packages involving different degrees of childcare ‘intensity’. 
However, the coefficient on the mixed childcare package for single mothers remains 
statistically significant and large: single mothers who use a mixed care package work on 
average 3.4 hours more than single mothers who use an informal-only care package and 
3.2 hours more than single mothers who use a formal-only care package. This suggests 
that for single mothers a mixed childcare package increases labour supply not just by 
enhancing the number of childcare hours and childcare modes used. Such a finding is 
consistent with our proposition that mixed childcare provides an opportunity to 
augment labour supply by offering enhanced flexibility to combine work and family 
responsibilities. As single mothers are particularly challenged in this respect – they lack 
a partner who can take over childcare during brief though strategic periods of time – the 
flexibility of the mixed childcare package should be particularly helpful for them. 
How do these findings fit with the remaining hypotheses? Hypothesis 2b stated that 
differences in the hours worked by mothers of young children using different childcare 
packages are attributable to package differences in childcare intensity, while hypothesis 
2c proposed that these were instead due to other unobserved characteristics of 
childcare packages. Both propositions receive partial support: hypothesis 2b is 
consistent with the results observed for partnered mothers, while hypothesis 2c is 
consistent with the results observed for single mothers.  
Discussion  
This paper addresses a significant gap in the literature by examining the full range of 
childcare packages that families use, their association with maternal employment, and 
the mechanisms driving these relationships, using Australian panel data and panel 
regression models. This furthers previous research focused exclusively on formal-only 
or informal-only childcare packages and based on cross-sectional data and methods. 
Our findings are consistent with existing descriptive research reporting a relationship 
between childcare package used and maternal usual hours of paid work. In particular, 
we find that mixed childcare packages are associated with higher maternal labour 
supply, especially among single mothers. This finding is relevant because families 
commonly use mixed childcare packages, but policymakers and researchers rarely 
consider the merits of this approach. 
Further analysis helped us determine which of our three theories best explains the 
observed associations. Our first theory suggested that the childcare package used is 
correlated with socio-demographic factors that predict labour market supply and it is 
these factors, rather than the childcare package itself, that matter. Our results provide 
little support for this postulation. Single and partnered mothers using formal-only and 
mixed childcare packages work more hours than mothers using an informal-only 
package and this association persists when we control for relevant socio-demographic 
factors. However, the estimated coefficients on work hours of formal-only and mixed 
childcare packages do change when we add controls for socio-demographic 
characteristics. The size of this change suggests that socio-demographic factors explain 
around 20% of the observed associations between childcare package used and maternal 
hours of work. Mothers of young children with socio-demographic characteristics that 
favour working more hours tend to use formal and mixed childcare packages, but this is 
not sufficient to ‘explain away’ the positive association between these childcare 
packages and usual hours of work. 
Our second theory was that the association between the childcare package used and 
mothers’ employment hours occurs because different childcare packages generally 
provide a different intensity of childcare. In other words, use of certain childcare 
packages may be positively associated with mothers’ work hours by virtue of 
maximizing the hours and modes of childcare available. This proposition was supported 
for partnered mothers: once the number of hours and modes of non-parental care are 
controlled for, the remaining associations between childcare package used and 
employment hours disappear for this subgroup. However, this does not occur for single 
mothers, for whom the relationship between using a mixed childcare package and 
weekly hours worked remained statistically significant and large. Yet such association is 
25% smaller than in the previous model, indicating that there are small differences in 
the socio-demographic characteristics of single mothers who use different childcare 
packages too. 
Our third theory postulated that certain childcare packages may have other 
advantageous properties that cannot typically be observed in survey data but which 
facilitate maternal labour supply. In particular, we suggested that mixed childcare may 
provide other benefits (for example, flexibility), which help reduce the work-family 
strain experienced by mothers of young children and subsequently increase the number 
of hours they work. This theory was tested indirectly by assuming that any associations 
between childcare package used and work hours that remain after controlling for 
relevant factors are due to these unobserved package-specific advantages. We gathered 
evidence in support of this theory for single mothers using mixed childcare packages, 
but not for single mothers using other childcare packages or partnered mothers. 
Therefore, single mothers who use a mixed childcare package work longer hours, and 
this can be attributed neither to the socio-demographic characteristics of single mothers 
who use such package nor to the increased intensity of childcare this package generally 
provides. This suggests that mixed childcare packages are not just the sum of formal 
and informal modes of childcare. Instead, we argue, they retain the advantages of formal 
and informal childcare and avoid some of their disadvantages. 
Informal care has the advantage of flexibility, including availability outside standard 
working hours and the possibility to extend care hours at short notice. This flexibility in 
the context of a mixed childcare package appears to be particularly important for single 
mothers who lack a partner that can take over childcare for brief but critical periods of 
time. However, when informal care is used in isolation its strengths are outweighed by 
its weaknesses. A key such weakness is its limited coverage. Most families cannot access 
sufficient hours of informal care, often because their relatives are not able or willing to 
supply it. Grandparents are the main source of informal childcare in Australia  (Baxter, 
Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, & Bittman, 2007). However, younger grandparents who are 
physically able to provide long hours of informal care may themselves be employed and 
thus have limited free time, whereas older grandparents who are retired may have 
ample time to provide long hours of care but be physically incapable of doing so  
(Backett-Milburn, Airey, McKie, & Hogg, 2008). Aside from these constraints, many 
relatives may be simply unwilling to offer long hours of childcare or live in a different 
geographical location. 
Formal childcare provides a range of benefits: it is available for long hours (often 10 
hours a day and 5 days a week) and has significant benefits for children’s cognitive and 
social development. However, formal care also has important weaknesses including its 
high cost and inflexibility. Most forms of formal childcare are not available outside 
standard working hours and schedules cannot be changed at short notice. Complete 
reliance on formal care is particularly challenging for families who have children of 
different ages. Formal childcare is typically segregated by children’s age and these 
families may be forced to use different providers for each child. 
Our results suggest that mixed childcare packages offer ‘the best of both worlds’ 
whereby the formal care component enables access to a high number of hours of non-
parental care whereas the informal care component plays a ‘gluing’ role in families’ 
childcare arrangements  (Skinner & Finch, 2006). This ‘gluing’ role is crucial for single 
parents because they do not have a resident partner to provide emergency back-up 
care, or assist with ‘wrap-around’ care for children attending kindergarten.  
 
Conclusion 
Research on the relationship between maternal employment and childcare has 
overwhelmingly focused on the availability and costs of formal childcare. This is 
restrictive because there are widespread alternatives to using formal childcare, 
including informal-only and mixed childcare packages. We have argued and 
demonstrated that it is important to examine childcare practices from a broader 
perspective, considering the relative merits of formal, informal and mixed childcare 
packages in shaping the labour supply of mothers of young children. 
As in many other countries, Australia has recently placed more stringent work 
requirements on single parents in receipt of income support. In this context it is crucial 
to understand the factors that constrain and support single mothers’ labour supply. Our 
research finds that employed mothers who use mixed childcare packages on average 
work a higher number of hours than employed mothers using formal-only or informal-
only childcare packages. This is particularly true for single mothers. The finding 
provides strong grounds for arguing that policymakers should promote access to mixed 
childcare packages by enabling those families using a formal-only or informal-only 
package to move into mixed care.  
Naturally, it must be kept in mind that childcare which facilitates maternal employment 
does not necessarily promote or support child wellbeing. Unfortunately, due to the 
overwhelming tendency to dichotomize childcare options into formal and informal 
(Hansen & Hawkes, 2009), we have little evidence on the impact of mixed care packages 
on children. However, there are conceptual reasons for believing that mixed care 
packages would be beneficial for a child’s development, or at least not harmful, as well 
as preliminary evidence that this is the case (Australian Government: FHCSIA, 2009). 
Further research on this area is needed. 
If it is the case that mixed care packages support child development as well as, or 
perhaps even better than, formal only care then there are very strong grounds for 
promoting use of mixed care. For those families using a formal-only childcare package, 
this could be achieved by promoting informal childcare through income-related credits. 
For those families using an informal-only childcare package, a reduction of the cash cost 
of formal childcare (especially for older pre-school age children) should be considered. 
Additionally, our results suggest that promoting flexibility in formal childcare provision, 
for instance by broadening opening hours, extending coverage to weekends, and 
allowing short-notice bookings, would enable single mothers to work additional hours.  
However, we are far from having the kind of robust understanding of the relationships 
between childcare package usage and labour supply that would be necessary to inform 
innovative policy initiatives. First, future research should be devoted to establishing 
whether the associations unveiled in our analyses are causal. Our models assume a 
specific direction of causation between our key explanatory variable and our outcome 
variable, i.e. that the childcare package used by families affects maternal labour supply. 
While this is a reasonable assumption and theoretically founded, it is possible that the 
direction of causation runs the other way, that is, the hours of work of mothers may 
simultaneously affect the childcare package used. More advanced methods (e.g. 
instrumental variable regression) could be used to further our research. We expect 
results to be robust to such tests. Second, our results provide novel and consistent 
insights into such relationships, but also lead to a range of related questions for which 
we still have no answers: What influences the childcare package that families use? Are 
these genuine choices or coping strategies? What are the dynamics of childcare 
arrangements for different types of families? Further research that contributes to 
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Table 1. Sample means for selected variables by partnership status 
 Single mothers Partnered mothers t-test 
Outcome variable    
Usual hours of work per week 25.90 25.44  
Childcare summary measures    
Number of weekly childcare hours 26.41 26.26  
Cost of childcare per week 49.17 92.30 *** 
Number of childcare modes used 1.32 1.60 *** 
Childcare type    
Relative 0.35 0.42  
Childcare centre  0.30 0.31  
Family day care centre  0.24 0.22  
Kindergarten 0.12 0.14  
Workplace care centre  0.09 0.07 *** 
Friend or neighbour 0.07 0.08 *** 
Respondent or partner 0.06 0.25 *** 
Nanny 0.03 0.07  
Other non-resident parent or ex-partner 0.01 <0.01  
Child’s brother or sister <0.01 0.01 *** 
Childcare package    
Informal-only 0.28 0.22 *** 
Formal-only 0.33 0.36  
Mixed 0.37 0.36  
Self-provided only 0.02 0.06 *** 
N (observations) 536 3,339  
N (groups) 275 1,218  
Notes: T-tests are used to assess whether variable means for single and partnered 
mothers are different. Significance levels for t-tests: * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
 
 
Table 2. Random-effects panel data models of maternal usual weekly hours of work 
 












Partnership status          
Single mother -0.02   -1.37*   -1.21*   
          
Childcare package 
(ref. Informal-only) 
         
Formal-only 2.85*** 3.53** 2.66*** 2.17*** 2.58* 2.07*** 0.40 0.22 0.54 
Mixed 3.78*** 5.53*** 3.41*** 3.23*** 4.56** 2.95*** 0.73 3.42(*) 0.19 
          
Childcare intensity          
Hours of non-parental care       0.24*** 0.22*** 0.26*** 
Number of childcare modes       -0.57* -1.89* -0.29 
          
Test: βFormal = βMixeda 0.02 0.06 0.06 0.01 0.06 0.03 0.27 0.02 0.27 
Socio-demographic 
controls 
No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
N (observations) 3,875 536 3,339 3,875 536 3,339 3,875 536 3,339 
N (groups) 1,376 275 1,218 1,376 275 1,218 1,376 275 1,218 
R2 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.06 0.08 0.07 0.26 0.21 0.27 
Prob (F) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Notes: Significance levels for model coefficients: (*) p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Grey shading indicates that there is a 
statistically significant difference between the coefficients for single and partnered mothers for that variable (Wald test 2-sided p<0.10). 
a 1-sided Wald test. All models control for age, education, ethnicity, number of children age 0-4 and 5-14, age of the youngest child, state 
of residence, and self-provided care. 
Appendix 
 
Table A1. Categorization of childcare modes 
Childcare mode Childcare type 
Other non-resident parent or ex-partner 
Relative (including grandparents) 
Friend or neighbour 




Family day care centre 
Workplace care centre 
Nanny 
Formal care 
Respondent or partner 
Self-provided 
care 
 
 
